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Abstract 
Carson McCullers is one of the most prominent southern female writers in the 
20th-century American literature. Her works are mostly concerned with the living 
condition of the marginalized people with the locale of a small southern town. As a 
recurring theme of McCullers’ works, the spiritual predicament of loneliness of the 
marginalized people is exposed in the conflicts between the individual and the 
collective in three of her most representative works, The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, 
The Member of the Wedding and The Ballad of the Sad Café. Throughout McCullers 
studies, the exploration of aesthetic values and societal implications seem to be 
incompatible in that the early formalist reviews often neglect the social content of her 
works while the ideological criticism seldom touches upon the formal issues. 
Therefore, this thesis employs Bakhtin’s dialogic theory to combine the study of 
formal features and social implications by analyzing the main characters’ dialogues 
and voices. The conflicting voices embedded in the main characters’ utterances reveal 
the confrontation between the free play of individuality and the collective force of 
traditional social values, which serves as the source of their spiritual isolation and 
loneliness.  
This thesis consists of five chapters. The first chapter is the Introduction, which is 
devoted to the literature review of McCullers studies and the theoretical background 
of Bakhtin’s dialogic theory. The second chapter offers a focused study of The Heart 
Is a Lonely Hunter to examine dialogic monologues and monologic dialogues among 
the main characters. While the dialogicality in Biff’s monologue reveals his self 
construction of gender identity and his opposing voice against the traditional gender 
norm, monologicality in Jake’s and Copeland’s dialogues suggests Singer’s 
objectification and reveals the ideological internalization of the workers and the black 
community as the source of their estrangement and isolation. The third chapter probes 














 II  
Berenice in The Member of the Wedding. Berenice’s utterances embody the traditional 
gender values of the southern culture, which results in the suppression of Frankie’s 
individuality. Frankie’s language mirrors her construction of identity. Her fruitless 
struggle for self assertion reflects the oppression of female articulation in a patriarchal 
society. The fourth chapter focuses on the analysis of the narrator’s voice in The 
Ballad of the Sad Café. While the narrator’s voice can be viewed as the integration of 
oral voice and literary voice, the former, with subjectivity and emotional coloring, 
comes from the narrator as a member of the town’s community and represents the 
voice of the collective, and the latter, which is objective and transcends the story, 
comes from the narrator as a ballad singer and challenges the internalized traditional 
cultural values.  
In conclusion, her works are a battlefield for multiple voices conveyed by the 
characters’ utterances, fighting against a dominant monological voice which denies 
free play of individuality. The negative consequence of the overwhelming collective 
force of dominant ideology in a monological world provokes questions about the well 
established social rules and cultural values.   
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摘 要 
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负面结果引发了人们对业已内化的社会规则与传统文化价值的质疑。 
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Introduction 
Carson McCullers is considered one of the most prominent female writers in 
American literature. She is highly spoken of as an “American legend from the 
beginning” (qtd. in Graver 9) by Gore Vidal and recognized as “a genius… and the 
most remarkable novelist to come out of America for a generation” by V. S. Pritchett 
(137). In 1940, this twenty-three-year-old young girl astonished the literary world 
with her stunning debut novel The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, which immediately 
drew the attention of a group of enthusiastic critics and thrust her onto the literary 
scene. Recognized as a “wunderkind”, McCullers achieved prodigious literary 
accomplishments and established her literary reputation especially in her twenties 
and thirties. During the 1940s and 1950s, she published an array of novels, short 
stories, plays, poems, reviews, etc., among which The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter 
(1940), The Ballad of the Sad Café (1943), and The Member of the Wedding (1946) 
are acknowledged as her most celebrated fictional works. Focusing on these three 
novels, this thesis attempts to conduct a detailed analysis of the dialogues and voices 
of the main characters from the perspective of Bakhtin’s dialogic theory so as to 
reveal the textual representation of loneliness in the novels. 
Identified as a Southern writer, Carson McCullers is characterized by the 
southern heritage, especially noted for portraying corporeally morbid characters and 
consistently exploring the dark and grotesque side of human psychology: isolation, 
loneliness and unfulfilled desires. Her fictional works are populated with social 
outcasts, freaks and grotesque figures, who are in search of love and spiritual 
bonding in a harsh and hostile world. Making a considerable contribution to the 
Southern literary canon, McCullers is acclaimed as one of the most significant 
female writers, ranking with Katherine Anne Porter, Flannery O’Connor, and Eudora 
Welty in the history of American Southern literature. Nonetheless, critics “tended to 
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Understanding Carson McCullers 3). Walter Allen deems that “Faulkner apart, the 
most remarkable novelist the South has produced is Carson McCullers” (132). 
Richard Wright gives her an even higher appraisal in depicting the human condition 
of desperation and isolation by saying that “Her quality of despair is unique and 
individual; and it seems to me more natural and authentic than that of Faulkner” 
(195).  
Loneliness, or “spiritual isolation,” is generally considered as the recurring 
theme of McCullers’ fictional works. McCullers herself once claimed that “Spiritual 
isolation is the basis of most of my themes” (The Mortgaged Heart 280). Hence the 
literary criticism concerning the theme of spiritual isolation has been one of the 
focal points of critical attention at home and abroad. The initial reviews, in particular, 
were chiefly directed to this melancholy theme. Oliver Evans, for example, notes 
that “her [McCullers] concern is with nothing less than the soul of man” (“The 
Achievement of Carson McCullers” 301). He also suggests that what “[McCullers] 
she conceives to be the truth about human nature is a melancholy truth: each man is 
surrounded by a ‘zone of loneliness,’ serving a life sentence of solitary confinement” 
(Clark 126). In “Carson McCullers: The Aesthetic of Pain,” Louis Rubin Jr. refers to 
McCullers’ recurring theme, pointing out that there is a fundamental premise in 
McCullers’ fiction that “solitude—loneliness—is a human constant, and cannot 
possibly be alleviated for very long at a time” (270).  
In the early phase of McCullers studies, the influence of New Criticism was 
prevailing with the rise of formalist aesthetics. The early critical reviews were 
overtly concentrated on the aesthetic aspects with little notice of the social and 
political content of McCullers’ fiction. As McCullers excels in the vivid portrayal of 
grotesque characters and the use of symbolism, many critics devote their attention to 
the employment of grotesquery as a symbolic association with loneliness. For 
instance, in exploring the grotesque features of McCullers’ fiction and her theme of 
human loneliness, Jane Hart demonstrates that the reason McCullers employs the 
grotesque is “because the loneliest of all human souls is found in the abnormal and 
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Spencer Carr considers “the grotesque or freakishness of McCullers’ characters as a 
symbol of alienation, of characters’ being trapped within a single identity with no 
possibility of meaningful communication with others” (The Lonely Hunter: A 
Biography of Carson McCullers 38). Likewise, Oliver Evans also investigates 
McCullers’ symbolic and ironic treatment of characters. In examining the characters 
in Hunter, he maintains that “Singer’s muteness is consistent with a pattern of 
symbolic physical deformity or freakishness by which McCullers conveys human 
loneliness and incompletion” (“The Case of the Silent Singer: A Reputation of The 
Heart Is a Lonely Hunter” 51).  
Apart from the study of her symbolic and gothic features, many critics also 
inquire into the structural patterns of McCullers’ fiction. Millichap makes a 
systematic study of Hunter’s structure and narrative techniques. What is worth 
noting is that he associates McCullers’ use of narrative skills with the social themes 
of the novel, the prevailing opinion being that the novel is more allegorical than 
realistic. He argues that McCullers’ complex narrative strategies establish a 
“fundamental tension between the personal and social worlds” (Millichap, “The 
Realistic Structure of The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter” 12). Subsequently in another 
article, he remarks on the disjunctive narrative structure, which he claims to have 
attained a “Modernist vision of personal fragmentation and alienation in the modern 
industrial town” (Millichap, “Distorted Matter and Disjunctive Forms: The 
Grotesque As Modernist Genre” 346). Klaus Lubbers also provides a perception of 
Hunter’s theme by examining the structural patterns of the novel. He deciphers the 
images of wheel and pyramid, and indicates that formal unity is gained by the 
“technique of side-by-side action, of parallel movement”, principally in the ordering 
of chapters (Lubbers 189). He finds in this formal unity a formulation of 
truth-versus-illusion model, or a dichotomy of truth and disillusionment. In 
“Male-Female Pairs in Carson McCullers’ The Ballad of the Sad Café and The 
Member of the Wedding”, Charlene Kerne Clark compares the structural similarity of 
the two novels in the triangular relationship of characters. With respect to narrative 
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